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Youth as an Artefact of Expertise: Problematizing the
Practice of Youth Studies in an Age of Uncertainty
PETER KELLY
ABSTRACT At the start of the 21st century the Liberal democracies, including Aus-
tralia, are characterized by profound social, economic and cultural transformations.
Community, policy and academic discourse is marked by widespread adult anxieties
about today’s young people. Representations of youth in the institutional domain of
‘youth studies’ can be conceived as artefacts of the activities of diverse forms of expertise.
This paper will focus on the institutionalized processes of abstraction which construct
these truths, and the roles played by these processes of abstraction in the restless
problematization of ‘youth’ as the object of countless competing and complementary
governmental programmes. There has been, in recent years, increased debate about how
to do youth studies and how to represent youth. The paper will argue that any
rethinking or reassessment of the modes of representing youth ought to take some
account of the institutional and abstract nature of these processes of representation, and
of the implication of these processes in the regulation of populations of young people;
populations which are rendered knowable in all their diversity only through these
processes of representation.
Introduction
My last point will be this: The emergence of social science cannot, as
you see, be isolated from the rise of this new political rationality and
from this new political technology. Everybody knows that ethnology
arose from the process of colonization (which does not mean that it is
an imperialistic science). I think in the same way that, if man—if we as
living, speaking, working beings—became an object for several differ-
ent sciences, the reason has to be sought not in ideology but in the
existence of this political technology which we have formed in our own
societies. (Foucault, 1988, p. 162)
At the start of the 21st century the Liberal democracies, including Australia, are
characterized by profound social, economic and cultural transformations as a
consequence of processes of globalization. Community and policy discourse is
marked by widespread adult concerns about today’s young people. These
concerns relate to how young people should be schooled, policed, housed,
employed, or prevented from becoming involved in any number of risky (sexual,
eating, drug abusing or peer cultural) practices. In Australia commentators such
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as Richard Eckersley (1988, 1992, 1995) and Hugh Mackay (1989, 1993) argue that
there exists a contemporary ‘crisis of youth’.
In these settings adult anxieties about the public and private behaviours and
dispositions of young people means that youth looms large in community
perceptions and in policy areas and academic disciplines such as Juvenile
Justice, Youth Work, Education, Health Promotion, Adolescent Mental Health,
Family and Social Work. Powerful narratives of risk, fear and uncertainty
structure a variety of emergent processes and practices aimed at regulating the
actions and thoughts of young people.
This paper has, as its object, the practice of intellectuality in the institutional-
ized intellectual domain of ‘youth studies’. My intended audience are those who
do youth studies. I too do youth studies. My concern is to problematize the things
we do when we do youth studies. A problematizing intellectual practice is one
that is not grounded in the promise of emancipation through intellectual
knowledge production (Dean, 1994). A problematizing practice focuses, instead,
on the institutionalized processes of abstraction which construct representations
of youth in the institutional domain of youth studies; and the roles played by
these processes of abstraction in the restless problematization of youth as the
object of countless competing and complementary governmental programmes.
I will argue that these are important issues in contexts of uncertainty—where
the consequences of these problematizations can be so keenly felt by particular
populations of youth. The paper will argue that any rethinking or reassessment
of the modes of representing youth (Wyn & White, 1997) ought to take some
account of the institutional and abstract nature of these processes of representa-
tion, and of the implication of these processes in the regulation of populations
of young people; populations which are rendered knowable in all their diversity
through the activities of those who do youth studies.
The Crisis of Youth in an Age of Uncertainty
Richard Eckersley’s Casualties of Change (1988), Youth and the Challenge to Change
(1992), and Values and Visions (1995) represent a consistent, prolonged attempt
by one commentator to construct a view of ‘youth in crisis’. In order to construct
this view Eckersley (1992) outlines a context which, he argues, indicates that
‘grave social and cultural problems confront Australia and other technologically
advanced industrial societies’ (p. v). More specically:
the pressures Australia faces are common to the whole of the modern
world—pressures of increasing urbanisation, industrialisation, centrali-
sation, mechanisation, individualisation; of growing populations, in-
creasing global economic competition and accelerating change; of a
strengthening material and economic domination of our lives and a
weakening spiritual and moral inuence; of the development and
employment of ever more powerful and complex technologies that
diminish the individual’s place in society and sense of control over his
or her destiny. (p. 18)
Such a litany is reminiscent of Giddens’ (1990) ‘risk prole of modernity’. There
is, arguably, much in this list that should cause concern. In a ‘society that has
become increasingly hostile to our well being’ (p. 4), we are able to see, argues
Eckersley (1992), ‘the worsening plight of young people, expressed in rising
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suicide rates, drug abuse and crime, and also more widely in their social
conservatism, political apathy and materialism’ (p. 3). Moreover, in the ‘cultural
and social turmoil’ that characterizes Western civilization in the 1990s, ‘the
young suffer most’ as they ‘face the difcult metamorphosis from child into
adult, deciding who they are and what they believe, and accepting responsibility
for their own lives. It is a transition best made in an environment that offers
stability, security and some measure of certainty’ (p. 5).
Eckersley (1992) argues that the suffering of youth is evidenced by: increased
youth suicide rates, most pronounced in males between 15 and 24 years old
(pp. 5–6); drug (ab)use—with concern expressed about ‘binge drinking’ among
young people (as illicit drug use apparently declines) (p. 6); and ‘increases’ in
violent crime (pp. 6–7). ‘Behind the problems of youth suicide, alcohol and drug
abuse and delinquency’ there exists, argues Eckersley, a ‘constellation of psycho-
logical traits: alienation, anomie, frustration, confusion, hopelessness, impotence,
loneliness. At the end of it all is a crippling lack of self-esteem’ (p. 7).
Eckersley’s representation of a crisis of youth is indicative of the ways in
which profound social, economic and cultural transformations frame those
community, policy and intellectual discourses which express widespread adult
concerns about today’s young people. This form of abstraction does, indeed,
touch on certain theoretical, political and popular concerns about contemporary
settings and the questions of youth which emerge in these settings. These
concerns relate to how young people should be schooled, policed, housed,
employed, or prevented from becoming involved in any number of risky (sexual,
eating, drug abusing or peer cultural) practices. These problems are informed by
various debates about the nature of modernity/postmodernity; the very idea
(nature) of ‘self’ (identity) in these settings; and the forms of theoretical and
political practice which are possible in these times.
My interests in this discussion are not so much with young people in the
unruly, embodied, esh and blood sense but, rather, with the ways in which
unruly young minds and bodies provoke anxieties in the policy and academic
spaces of adults in such a way as to energize diverse surveillance and manage-
ment practices and projects. Adult anxieties about young people are not new
phenomena. Youth has historically occupied the ‘wild zones’ in modernity’s
imagination. In these ‘zones’ certain groups of young people have been per-
ceived as being ‘ungovernable’ and lacking in ‘self-regulation’. These representa-
tions of ‘deviancy’, ‘delinquency’ and ‘disadvantage’ have always been
fundamentally shaped by race, class and gender and situated in relation to
conceptions of ‘normal’ youth (Bessant & Watts, 1998; Kelly, 1999; Tait, 1995).
However, it can be argued that contemporary settings are structured by
‘ontological insecurity’, a breakdown in relations of trust and a continual,
institutionalized ‘colonization of the future’ via discourses of risk (Giddens,
1990, 1991). In these settings adult anxieties about the public and private
behaviours and dispositions of young people means that youth, understood
largely as a process of transition and becoming, looms large in popular, policy
and academic discourses. Powerful narratives of risk, fear and uncertainty
structure a variety of processes and practices aimed at regulating the identities
of young people. In this context the quest for certainty in relation to; youthful
behaviours and dispositions; young people’s motivations and desires; their
embodied, desiring, partial and provisional subjectivities; and their resiliency emerge
as the objects of institutionalized forms of expertise producing vast amounts of
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increasingly sophisticated, ‘intellectually grounded knowledge’ (Watts, 1993–94)
about the past, present and future life worlds, life chances and life courses of
populations of young people: expert knowledge which is produced and
reexively circulates, largely autonomously, structuring and restructuring, with
foreseen and unforeseen consequences, a range of understandings about youth,
and a range of governmental programs which are structured by these truths.
Moreover, where the conditions of reexive modernization subject these claims
to mastery and certainty to the principle of ‘radical doubt’, they also impel
expert systems to further processes of knowledge production (Giddens, 1990;
Beck et al., 1994).
These concerns are evidenced in the countless research projects and reports
that seek to better understand all aspects of youth. This constantly growing
research literature promises to develop more sophisticated ways of identifying,
differentiating and naming populations of young people with regard to various
community and policy concerns (White, 1993; Youth Research Centre, 1998).
As I will argue later it matters little that youth is constructed within different
intellectual and political frameworks, or with different intents and purposes.
Cultural and policy contexts that are structured by uncertainty, fear and anxiety
provoke ‘dangerous’ (Foucault, 1983) possibilities in the regulation and surveil-
lance of young people. Dangerous in the sense that the construction of the truths
of youth within contexts of uncertainty emerge from increasingly sophisticated
processes of surveillance, identication and intervention. At the start of the 21st
century the possibility of certainty is promised by processes of intellectually
grounded knowledge production which seek to render youth, in all its diversity
and complexity, knowable and governable in more ‘sophisticated’ ways (White,
1993). This promise of sophistication structures the practice of youth studies as
it seeks legitimacy for its claims to tell the truths of youth; truths which are
mobilized in diverse governmental programmes with uncertain, and often
unintended, consequences for the regulation of young minds and bodies.
Governmentality and the Regulation of Populations
Maybe what is really important for our modernity—that is, for our
present—is not so much the etatisation of society, as the governmental-
ization of the state (Foucault, 1991, p. 103)
This form of analysis is indebted to Michel Foucault’s problematizations of the
subject and power within Liberal practices of government. Foucault’s (1991)
conceptualization of ‘governmentality’ was structured by the concern to under-
stand the emergence of a ‘set of problems specic to the issue of population’
(p. 87). Foucault argued that the ‘discovery of populations’, or more correctly the
discursive construction of populations, and of populations within populations,
became central to the art of European government from the 16th century
onwards. Foucault traced the production of regimes of truth, or the production
and mobilization of power/knowledge in a variety of domains, as these dis-
courses—on madness on punishment, on pedagogy, on sexuality—worked to
dene the eld in which true and false statements could be made; about both
these particular elds and the interconnections between these discourses, these
practices and the various sites and populations which they sought to dene,
construct and govern. For Foucault, the art of government, of governing oneself
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and others, is made possible and reproduced, rened and done better—within
general and more particular rationalities, and through a variety of techniques—
by coming to dene, construct, (dis)assemble and know better the diverse
persons, groups and populations which are the objects and the subjects of these
various rationalities and technologies.
Foucault’s investigations were concerned with constructing the practice of
Liberal government as the ‘conduct of conduct’ (Gordon, 1991). Government, in
this sense ‘is a form of activity aiming to shape, guide or affect the conduct of
some person or persons’ (p. 2). Foucault (1991) argued that in the early modern
literature on the arts of government, the practice of government was conceived
with regard to ‘three fundamental types of government, each of which relates to
a particular science or discipline’ (p. 91). There is the ‘art of self-government’
which is concerned with ‘morality’. The ‘art of properly governing a family’ is
a concern of economy, where economy is, principally, about the practice of
‘managing individuals, goods and wealth within the family’. The ‘art of govern-
ing the state’ is a question of politics, a ‘question of dening the particular form
of governing which can be applied to the state as a whole’ (pp. 91–92).
Gordon (1991) argues that the interconnections between these arenas and
modes of government are a crucial concern for Foucault. In some quite funda-
mental ways a concern with government, conceived as a practice directed
toward the conduct of conduct, is a mode of analysis which serves to problema-
tize a form of binary thinking about power; where power is conceived through
the form of oppositions such as structure/agency, macro/micro, domination/
subjectivity, state/civil society, oppression/freedom. Within these oppositions
power is conceived in terms of domination, or in terms of disciplinary practices;
as being possessed by some and lacked by the other(s). Dean (1994) argues that
this emphasis on the practices of government signals an attempt by Foucault to
‘cut the Gordian knot of the relation between micro- and macro- levels of power’
(p. 179). In this mode of analysis there is a shift from an earlier focus by Foucault
on ‘disciplinary practices’ to a ‘more general concern for governmental practices
seeking the direction of conduct’ (p. 179). An analysis of the practices of
government of youth provides, therefore, a way of understanding the ongoing
management, regulation and incitement of actions, thoughts, behaviours and
dispositions of young people across diverse domains, at various levels of
practice, and from a variety of intellectual and political positions [1].
Foucault’s work highlights the ways in which power relations, conceived in
terms of actions upon actions, have, in the space of the modern Liberal
Democratic nation state, become ‘governmentalized’. Foucault (1983) argues that
the forms of the ‘government of men by one another in any society are multiple’.
These power relations, these actions upon actions, can be ‘superimposed, they
cross, impose their own limits, sometimes cancel one another out, sometimes
reinforce one another’ (p. 224). However, what is of concern with regard to the
particular forms of power in contemporary Liberal democracies is that, ‘the state
is not simply one of the forms or specic situations of the exercise of power—
even if it the most important—but that in a certain way all other forms of power
relation must refer to it’ (p. 224). Here, Foucault’s argument rests not on the
notion that these other specic relations of power are derived from the state.
Instead, there is a sense in which other forms of power relations—in schools, in
the justice system, in families, in economic relations—are increasingly regulated
by the state. These diverse relations and settings, these various elds of actions
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upon actions, have become ‘governmentalized, that is to say, elaborated, ratio-
nalized and centralized in the form of, under the auspices of, state institutions’
(Foucault, 1983, p. 224). As Rose & Miller (1992) argue, Liberal government in
this mode of analysis can be conceived as being:
intrinsically linked to the activities of expertise, whose role is not one
of meaning an all pervasive web of ‘social control’, but of enacting
assorted attempts at the calculated administration of diverse aspects of
conduct through countless, often competing, local tactics of education,
persuasion, inducement, management, incitement, motivation and en-
couragement. (p. 175)
Populations of Youth: Artefacts of the Activities of Expertise
In Governing the Soul Nikolas Rose (1990) is concerned with examining the
‘powers that have come to bear upon the subjective existence of people and their
relations one with another: political power, economic power, institutional
power, expert power, technical power, cognitive power’ (p. ix). Central to this
project is an examination of the ways in which the government of human
subjects ‘has become bound up with innovations and developments in a number
of scientic discourses that have rendered knowable the normal and pathologi-
cal functioning of humans’ (p. ix). The ‘psy’ sciences, criminology, sociology,
cultural studies, critical pedagogy, feminism, bio-genetics … , the whole panoply
of institutionalized expert discourses are implicated in processes that have:
taken up and transformed problems offered by political, economic, and
moral strategies and concerns, and … have made these problems think-
able in new ways and governable with new techniques. In the course of
these events these ways of knowing have profoundly and irreversibly
transformed political rationalities, institutional life, moral discourse and
personal life itself. (Rose, 1990, p. ix)
Thinking youth in terms of population enables an engagement with long-run
historical processes of expert knowledge production about the truths of youth;
an engagement which suggests that youth can be understood as an artefact of
both these diverse forms of expertise, and of attempts by these expert systems
to regulate the behaviours and dispositions of populations of youth, via the
mobilization of the truths of youth produced by these forms of expertise. Much
of the intellectual and political work of this paper is concerned with interrogat-
ing these problematizations; an interrogation which is fundamental to thinking
about the nature and the effects of attempts to render knowable certain popula-
tions of youth in the Liberal democracies at the start of the 21st century.
A debate begun in the pages of Youth Studies Australia in 1992, which took as
its object the theoretical means available for telling the truth about youth,
provides a useful way to frame this discussion. This debate is useful for a
number of reasons. In the rst instance it introduces Foucault’s problematiza-
tions of power and of the subject into the intellectual domain of (Australian)
youth studies. In the second instance this debate foregrounds the contestation
between particular intellectual traditions as forms of truth telling in relation to
youth. This debate, then, is indicative of the processes of colonization, and
constitution of youth (as population, as discourse), by diverse forms of expertise.
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These processes work at a number of levels; via the construction of a concept of
youth, a concept rendered knowable in particular ways; through the emergence
of an institutionalized intellectual domain named as youth studies; and through
the contestation within this domain between the expertise of psychologists,
sociologists, youth work professionals, cultural studies academics … , over
claims to tell the truth about youth. Rob White (1993), a research associate at
Melbourne University’s Youth Research Centre, in an introduction to an edited
collection which emerged from this debate highlighted, in a positive, unprob-
lematic sense, the increasingly ‘sophisticated’, institutionalized processes of
expert knowledge production which take as their object the truths of youth:
As ‘youth studies’ has emerged as a distinct eld of inquiry, with
identiable writers and its own youth-specic institutions (such as the
Youth Research Centre at the University of Melbourne), so too dis-
cussion in the eld has become more sophisticated, and the scope of
analysis has likewise broadened. It is in this framework of rekindled
intellectual interest and vigour that we are now seeing concerted efforts
to stretch conceptual boundaries, to more readily engage in considered
argument about relevant empirical and theoretical matters, and to think
more seriously about the politics of research and analysis. (p. vii)
White also foregrounds the processes of differentiation that mark a eld such as
youth studies. Thus, locations within different intellectual disciplines (sociology,
psychology, education, criminology, cultural studies); different objects of intel-
lectual abstraction (youth as ‘unemployed’, ‘students’, ‘homeless’, ‘juvenile
offenders’, ‘adolescents’, ‘young men and women’); different methods, forms and
levels of analysis; and different interpretive frameworks, work to constitute the
discursive terrain of youth studies.
This particular debate about how to tell the truth of youth, emerged as a
consequence of the publication of an article by Gordon Tait (1992, 1993a) which
sought to introduce Foucault’s discussions about knowledge/power, regimes of
truth and government into the domain of youth studies. Tait’s purpose was to
argue that youth, as constituted by various experts in diverse centres of
expertise, could be conceived as an ‘artefact of government’, constructed at the
‘intersection of a wide range of governmental strategies’: an intersection marked
by expert problematizations of crime, education, family, the media, popular
culture, (un)employment, transitions, the life course, risk, … Tait’s strategy in
arguing for the efcacy of a Foucauldian analysis of youth, rested on positioning
this form of analysis in relation to the intellectual legacy of youth subcultural
theory which emerged from the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
studies (CCCS). Tait (1992) argued that the legacy of CCCS analyses of youth
subcultures had resulted in ‘contemporary discourses on youth’ taking on a
‘rather familiar’ appearance (p. 12). The unproblematic reiteration of constructs
and concepts derived from this legacy posed the danger, argued Tait (1992), of
youth research continuing to produce ‘work which is, at best, unaware of its
own origins, or, at worst, outdated and anachronistic’ (p. 17).
Tait’s (1992) purpose was partly served by restating a number of critiques of
youth subculture theory. He rehearsed an established Feminist critique which
pointed to an emphasis on class and age (generation) as markers of youth
subculture, and the neglect of other structuring elements such as gender, race
and geography (McRobbie, 1980; Roman, 1987, Walkerdine, 1997). Further
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criticisms by Tait focused on the ‘fetishization of the exotic’ (Walkerdine, 1997)
and the spectacular as markers of male youth culture in 1950s, 1960s and 1970s
Britain (and Australia). ‘Ordinary kids’ and normal kids are positioned within
subcultural intellectual traditions as ‘quiescent’ (Brown, 1987), or as ‘too drab
and passive to warrant investigation’ (Tait, 1992, p. 13). Moreover these intellec-
tual constructions of male working-class youth culture tended to project onto the
working class the revolutionary ‘fantasies’ of new class Left intellectuals (Walk-
erdine, 1997). These revolutionary fantasies were structured by particular (Neo-
Marxist) understandings of ideology, hegemony, and working-class
consciousness (the ‘mass mind’, Walkerdine, 1997), which constructed spectacu-
lar male working-class youth subcultures as the sites of ‘counter-hegemonic
resistance’ (Tait, 1992, p. 13). As Tait (1992) argues, in this form of intellectual
abstraction, ‘mods became quasi-revolutionaries and skinheads became the last
line of resistance against post-war anomie’ (p. 14). Tait also argued that subcul-
tural theory is economically determinist in that representations of subcultural
formations, structured by narratives of class interests and class consciousness, are
reduced to the relationship between the economic, the political and the ideologi-
cal.
For Tait (1992), however, these well-rehearsed criticisms of subcultural theory
have often worked to recongure and recuperate discourses of subculture, rather
than ‘to challenge the foundations upon which it is built’ (p. 14). Tait argues that
Foucault’s investigations of power/knowledge and its effects, and his problema-
tizations of totalizing discourses do, indeed, render the CCCS ‘orthodoxy’
‘outdated’ and ‘redundant’ (p. 14).
Howard Sercombe (1992, 1993) provided the initial response to Tait’s article.
Sercombe (1993) suggested that Tait’s critique was a ‘welcome and refreshing’
contribution to theoretical debates in youth studies. Youth studies, as an institu-
tionalized intellectual domain, tended, argued Sercombe (1993), to be dominated
by empirical, ‘descriptive studies’ at the expense of any ‘serious, critical’ debate
about categories such as transitions, or adolescence or school leaver, or youth (p. 7).
Yet Sercombe also argued that Tait’s critique of the CCCS legacy tended to freeze
subcultural theory in the late 1970s with its focus on Resistance through Rituals
and Learning to Labour. Further, Tait’s focus on spectacular youth subcultures as
somehow dening the eld of cultural studies of youth failed to acknowledge
that: ‘Spectacular youth subcultures are a titillating but marginal phenomenon in
work around youth, involving a tiny minority of young people’ (p. 7). For
Sercombe (1993) there is a sense that what Tait’s critique is really about is the
‘contest for the general theoretical ownership of the youth phenomenon … His
argument is that the CCCS approach is no good, and that Foucault’s approach
is’ (pp. 7–8).
At this level, this is a debate about the practices of intellectual knowledge
production; practices whose motive forces include not only diverse attempts to
tell the truth of youth, but also to tell the truths about the processes of truth
production about youth. In the institutional spaces in which these diverse forms
of expertise seek to produce more sophisticated knowledge about the truth of
youth there is also contestation about the efcacy, the utility, the value and the
consequences of particular forms of truth production. A recent series of articles
by Johanna Wyn and Rob White (Wyn & White, 1998) examining the practice of
youth studies is an instance of these processes of reexive knowledge pro-
duction. In the institutional settings that produce the domain called ‘youth
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studies’, the truth of youth emerges as only one concern in the contest between
diverse forms of practice capable of producing these truths. Indeed, Wyn &
White situate themselves in the thick of these often intensely personal struggles
as they attempt to outline a third way to do youth studies; a third way which is
positioned in relation to what they regard as an overly empirical, problem
setting version of youth studies and an overly theoretical discourse analysis
based critique of the problematization of youth. For Wyn & White (1998) their
third way is grounded in the truth of youth agency as being ‘contextual’ and the
ideal of youth studies as being one that is:
informed by a sense of the complexities, opportunities and constraints
pertaining to young people. This means listening to young people. It
also means putting what they say about their experiences into a wider
interpretive context, a process that demands theoretical categorization
and analysis. More than this, we think that youth research is inherently
political. As such, assessing youth problems is a matter of critically
evaluating social institutions, of taking a holistic approach to the
problems, and of being able to articulate a political vision which
promotes forms of intervention that, for us, are informed by an eman-
cipatory project. (p. 36)
My purpose here, however, is to think about the practice of youth studies in
ways which problematize these processes of intellectual knowledge production,
in order to problematize the truths about youth which are generated within
these institutional spaces and practices. Mitchell Dean (1994) identies his
‘critical and effective histories’ (what Foucault has called ‘histories of the
present’) as ‘problematizing’ practices. This form of intellectual practice is
grounded in an analysis ‘of the trajectory of the historical forms of truth and
knowledge without origin or end’. This intellectual practice retains its critical
impulse by dint of its refusal of ‘taken-for-granted components of our reality and
the ‘ofcial’ accounts of how they come to be what they are’ (p. 4). As a
problematizing activity this practice is ‘geared toward the critical use of history
to make intelligible the possibilities in the present and so can yield to neither
universalist concepts of rationality and subjectivity nor meta narratives of
progress, reason or emancipation’ (p. 21). The domain marked out by theories of
governmentality enables a focus on the processes of truth production about
youth, as it problematizes both these processes and the positions from which
these processes are generated and critiqued. At the start of the 21st century these
youth studies positions are overwhelmingly located in institutionalized spaces;
spaces which are increasingly dependent on an ability to attract research
funding from various public and private bodies whose prime concerns include
the capacity to know youth in more sophisticated ways in order to deliver on the
promise of smoother transitions, or safer drug and alcohol use and sexual activity,
or more appropriate public behaviours, or… (Youth Research Centre, 1998).
So while Sercombe (1993) may be correct in arguing that Tait’s (1992) scholarly
critique is limited, or awed, or that in fact its purpose is to stake a claim for the
‘theoretical ownership of the youth phenomenon’, his propositions serve to
support Tait’s (1993b) argument that youth ‘exists as a governmental object at
the intersection of a variety of diverse problematizations’ (p. 10). Indeed, what
Sercombe (1992, 1993) and White (1993) both fail to acknowledge is that this
increasingly ‘sophisticated’ process of institutionalized intellectual knowledge
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 1
6:3
5 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
310 P. Kelly
production about youth is fundamentally implicated in the formation of popula-
tions of youth at these intersections. Moreover, these processes of expert knowl-
edge production, including the observation by Tait (1992) that the CCCS legacy
in youth studies is the product of ‘critique’ and ‘recuperation’, are instances of
the ‘institutional reexivity’ of ‘abstract systems’ under the conditions of
reexive modernization (Giddens, 1994b). Giddens’ thesis foregrounds the insti-
tutional dimensions and reexivity of modernity; and the facilitation of this
reexivity as a consequence of the activities, practices and institutional location
of diverse forms of expertise. In this instance this reexivity is characterized by
the monitoring of both the processes of truth production about youth, and the
truths produced by these processes. This ‘institutional reexivity’ is character-
istic of processes of reexive modernization; processes which structure the
institutional spaces and practices which are fundamental to enabling youth to
function as a series of truths, and the mobilization of these truths in diverse
attempts to regulate the identities of young people.
Foucauldian genealogies of Liberal government point to the processes of
individualization and normalization at work in the practices of modern Liberal
government. Increasingly, these practices take as their objects the unconscious,
the soul, desire, aesthetics, the body as well as the rational, cognitive mind of the
individuals and the populations they attempt to govern. Here the why aspects
of youthful behaviours and dispositions emerge as the objects of expertise
impelled by concerns for certainty and mastery and order. Here the soul, desire
and the unconscious become ‘governmentalized’, they become elaborated and
rationalized under the auspices of various publically and privately funded centres
of youth expertise (Foucault, 1983).
An example: contemporary constructions of the adolescent subject are princi-
pally structured by a narrative which suggests that it is only by productively
engaging in an extended period of compulsory and post compulsory schooling,
that young people will ‘adequately develop into the kinds of adults who can
function effectively in the complex and demanding world of modern society’
(Faye, 1991, p. 66). This construction of youth as students emerged as a ‘compel-
ling truth’ in the context of post World War II reconstruction. This truth, argues
Faye (1991), ought to be analyzed in such a way as to examine the rationalities
and techniques mobilized in the diverse programmes which took as their object
this particular construction of the gure of the adolescent. Faye’s analysis
foregrounds the construction (fantasy) of the adolescent, in various efforts to
make schooling work, as a ‘desiring’, ‘motivated’ subject who wanted to learn:
who wanted to belong, who willed his/her own membership of the
democratic community, willed in fact his/her own subjection as a
democratic citizen. This subject would not need persisting and external
forms of coercive discipline, because s/he has successfully internalised
the normative social rules and was self disciplined, had in fact chosen
‘the right path, not merely by making it impossible … to do otherwise,
or through fear of punishment, but from a desire to do the right thing!’
(Ramsay, 1949, cited in Faye, 1991, p. 68, original emphasis)
This construction of the adolescent as the ‘self-guiding/self-governing subject’,
is principally shaped within psychological discourses. These discourses success-
fully articulated this truth of human motivations, behaviours and dispositions to
concerns about how to ‘make up’ (Rose & Miller, 1992) active citizens within the
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institutional spaces of schooling. Faye’s (1991) analysis highlights certain pro-
cesses which enabled this articulation of adolescents as ‘repositories of hope and
objects of desire’ to take hold (p. 67). In the rst instance, Faye foregrounds a
concern within educational psychology to construct a narrative of progressive
education in which schools could be conceived as; ‘happy, democratic communi-
ties, full of interest and reality and activity, where the educational programme
is tted to the pupil and not the pupil to the programme’ (p. 69). Faye’s (1991)
analysis of the emergence of these discourses in the context of Australia’s
post-war efforts at reconstruction also foregrounds the processes which resulted
in the establishment, within the Victorian Education Department, of the Psy-
chology Branch (in 1947). This particular centre of expertise emerged, partly, as
a consequence of various submissions from the Department’s ‘rst ofcial
psychologist’, who argued that an extension of ‘psychological services’ to all
schools would meet a concern to understand, ‘all aspects of the cognitive and the
normal emotional life of the child’ (p. 70, original emphasis). This problem space
was to constitute the domain of:
the psychologist, the medical ofcer, the psychiatrist, the research
worker … if instruction and development of well integrated personali-
ties are to proceed on the sound bases of a full understanding of each
child, his [sic] native endowments, restrictions placed upon him and his
future needs, and a good adjustment of the educational process to the
individual as he progresses through our schools. (Jorgensen, 1945, cited
in Faye, 1991, p. 70)
Of interest here is Faye’s (1991) proposition that it matters little, in terms of this
analysis, when, how and why schools would inevitably fail in their attempts to
‘make up’ this adolescent subject of educational psychology. What matters here
is that such failures provoke renewed discussion, argumentation, critique and
propositions with regard to these failures: debate which emerges from within
diverse ways of conceiving the problem (liberal, critical, conservative, radical,
feminist), and the measures appropriate to attempts to alleviate the problem.
Indeed, as Faye (1991) argues;
the more that attention was drawn to the reasons why schools did not
or could not achieve this objective—whether it was because of inad-
equate and inappropriate accommodation, inadequate numbers of
teachers, or inappropriate curriculum and teaching methods—the more
the truth which linked the adolescent to the school in this particular
way was consolidated. (p. 68)
Thus, at the start of the 21st century it is natural to construct youth as students.
Indeed it is almost an absurdity to think otherwise. A history of 150 years of
mass compulsory schooling, including 50 years of mass compulsory secondary
schooling, weighs heavily on attempts to problematize this truth. Moreover, the
historical truths of youth as delinquent, deviant, maladjusted, disadvantaged,
and at-risk, have been constructed, by diverse forms of expertise, in relation to
this truth of normal youth as self-governing students. These historical problema-
tizations of ‘not normal youth’ have assisted in articulating this truth of ‘normal
youth’. It is primarily through attempts to school these youth that delinquency,
deviancy, maladjustment, disadvantage, and at-risk will be regulated (treated).
Institutionally generated concerns about regulating youth in relation to social
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norms and institutions, reexively produce processes which institutionalize
youth via the construction of youth as students and youth at-risk of not being
students.
Processes of reexive modernization are characterized by the thoroughgoing
penetration of the natural and the social by systems of expertise and the
knowledges they produce (Beck et al., 1994). Characterizing processes of
reexive modernization in this manner gestures towards a phase in the historical
development of these expert systems which makes it increasingly difcult to
think of youth other than as an artefact of expertise mobilized in the service of
various governmental projects. Liberal government is always an incomplete
project and reexive expertise is involved in constant attempts to know better the
truths of youth and the ways to produce these truths, as youthful bodies,
motivations, behaviours and dispositions (however these are understood) elude
and escape the frames and categories which attempt to order them. Yet it is only
within representational frameworks that these truths come to mean anything. It
is the domination of these representational frameworks by systems of intellectu-
ally grounded expertise which characterizes processes of reexive moderniza-
tion, and hence, which makes it possible, historically, to conceive of youth as an
artefact of expertise, and of the attempts by expert systems to regulate popula-
tions of young people via the production of more sophisticated truths about
youth.
Conclusion: The Practice of Youth Studies and the Dangers of Uncertainty
The form of intellectuality used in this paper has taken as its object the processes
of intellectuality which take youth as their objects. These processes of truth
production are not solely the province of a repressive, monolithic, monologic state
apparatus. Indeed, my engagement with theories of governmentality has been
structured, in part, by the need to think differently the practices of governing
youth in the Liberal democracies, and to foreground the practice of contempor-
ary youth studies as it facilitates this government. In contemporary settings of
uncertainty processes which construct the truths of youth can be understood as
‘dangerous’ (Foucault, 1983). These processes are dangerous in the sense that the
construction of these truths emerge from increasingly sophisticated processes of
surveillance, identication and intervention. These processes target particular
populations of young people in various attempts by experts and centres of
expertise to know and manage the uncertain in the name of certainty.
Recent feminist and post-structuralist work ought to force those of us who do
youth studies to confront ‘the end of innocence’ (Flax, 1993) with respect to the
uncertain consequences associated with the production and appropriation of
intellectually grounded knowledge; knowledge which secures legitimacy
through its objective, reasoned, sophisticated characteristics. A problematizing
intellectual practice would foreground the danger of holding out the promise of
emancipatory progress if only we knew more, or better, the things which provoke
uncertainty and anxiety; the unruly bodies, relations and practices which escape
the ordering processes of our limited understandings. More understanding, better
truths could structure the mobilization of progressive, enlightened, emancipa-
tory processes which promise a better, less dangerous, more certain world. This
promise of ‘legislated reason’ (Bauman, 1990a, 1990b), a promise to be delivered
via the activities and practices of expertise, structures the identication of future
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research objects in countless research and annual reports of various centres of
youth expertise. In these sorts of reports can be found the ‘normative, engineer-
ing ambitions that are inherent in all scientic enterprise … and that may lend
themselves easily and joyously to political uses—anytime and everywhere’ (Bau-
man, 1990a, pp. 40–41, original emphasis).
In uncertain times, when youth looms large in community and policy spaces
there exists a warrant to problematize the processes of intellectuality which tell
the truths of youth; truths which promise to exterminate uncertainty and
ambivalence with regard to the behaviours and dispositions of certain expertly
identied populations of young people. What is it that we do as producers of
intellectually grounded knowledge when we take youth as our objects? What
might be the consequences of these institutionalized processes of knowledge
production for the regulation of the young people who are the objects of these
processes? Does the increasingly sophisticated nature of these processes render
youth knowable in ways that promise increasingly sophisticated processes
of individualization and normalization? What might it mean for the practice of
youth studies if we take seriously the proposition that the governmentalization of
youthful desires, bodies, thoughts and actions which emerge as a result of the
practice of youth studies may have profound, if unintended, consequences for
the regulation of youth? No matter that these processes of intellectual knowl-
edge production are framed with the best of intentions.
Note
[1] The governmentality literature is extensive. See, for instance, Rose (1990); Rose & Miller (1992);
Cruikshank (1993); Miller & Rose (1990, 1995, 1997); Dean (1992, 1995), O’Malley (1992, 1996),
Tait (1995) and the contributions in Burchell et al. (1991).
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